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The Representation of National Character through Translation: Re-












Twentieth-century Irish poetry in English is often considered the literary manifestation of a distinct Irish 
cultural identity. Not only had it been used as a vehicle for national emancipation during the Celtic 
Revival, playing a significant role in the formation of an Irish self-image, but it also later provided the 
canvas on which postcolonial tensions and the multiplicity of the Irish experience have been displayed. 
As such, it is rife with cultural images which discursively construct a particular national character. This 
paper focuses on the transmission of these cultural images in the Greek translations of four twentieth-
century Irish poets, namely William Butler Yeats, Patrick Kavanagh, Seamus Heaney, and Brendan 
Kennelly. Using insights from imagology, the paper compares the literary representations of Irishness as 
they are constructed in the original compositions and reconstructed in translation, in order to explore how 
the imagined collective identity of the Irish is portrayed when translated for another culture. The 
comparison reveals that certain aspects of Irish cultural identity are maintained and even further 
stereotyped in the Greek translations, while others are under-represented, or domesticated to adapt to the 
target-culture norms. 
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he relation between cultural identity and translation has been amply researched and 
discussed, especially since the 1980s with the Cultural Turn in Translation Studies 
(Lefevere and Bassnett 1). Several approaches have been developed, ranging from 
taxonomies of strategies for the translation of culture-specific elements (Davies; Franco-Aixelá; 
Mailhac; Mayoral Asensio; Nedergaard-Larsen; Oltra Ripoll; Pedersen) to translation as 
ethnography (Anderson; Valero Garcés; Wolf). Nonetheless, the issue of national identity and its 
representation through translated texts is rarely treated in scholarly work focusing on translated 
literature. This is an issue that merits further investigation. Not only is the concept of nation still 
used as a tool for literary categorisation, but the collective perceptions readers form about people 
who are members of nations and cultures other than their own stem more often than not from 
literary representations found in those cultures’/nations’ translated texts.1 These representations, 
especially when repeated, shape, perpetuate, and further disseminate the overall image of the 
foreign in the receiving culture. This essay aims at discussing the translation of Irish poetry 
written in English, examining the transfer of cultural images that convey a certain national 
character. It will do so employing concepts from imagology, a theoretical approach that focuses 
precisely on the representation of national characteristics in literature.  
 
Theoretical Framework: Imagology 
 
Imagology, or image studies, is a branch of comparative literature that originally 
developed in the French tradition in the first half of the past century and then further developed 
in Germany, Belgium, and the Netherlands. Although dismissed by René Wellek in a 1958 
lecture as irrelevant to the actual concerns of comparative literary criticism (289), imagology 
survived through the following decades primarily thanks to the research of Hugo Dyserinck and 
                                                                  
1 For a discussion on the connection between images, national stereotyping and translation, see Flynn, Leerssen, and 
van Doorslaer. 
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Marius-Francois Guyard. The development of imagological literary research in recent years owes 
much to Joep Leerssen, whose seminal work has paved the way for a number of publications that 
not only expand the field of imagology, but also deploy the approach in an interdisciplinary 
manner. 
Briefly defined, imagology is the study of the rhetorical representation of national 
characters in literary texts (Beller and Leerssen 9). It customarily studies national images, or 
“ethnotypes,” both auto-images and hetero-images (in other words self-images and images of the 
Other), as they are stereotypically articulated through the psychological and behavioural profiles 
of literary characters. These discursive constructs often take the form of “stereotypes, clichés or 
myths,” especially with respect to “strangers” (Świderska 2), and have been the primary object of 
imagological research. As Leerssen points out, however, these literary representations do not 
relate empirical observation or mirror objective facts, but rather operate on a basis of 
“intertextual tropicality”: the images “are tropes, commonplaces, obtain familiarity by dint of 
repetition and mutual resemblance; and in each case this means that whenever we encounter an 
individual instance of a national characterization, the primary reference is not to empirical reality 
but to an intertext, a sounding-board, of other related textual instances” (“Imagology” 26).  
Ton Hoenselaars and Joep Leerssen underscore the ideological aspect of image studies: 
Imagology is based on, but not limited to, the inventory and typology of how 
nations are typified, represented, and/or caricatured in a given tradition or corpus 
of cultural articulations. On the basis of the analysis of texts or cultural artefacts, 
it raises questions about the mechanism of national/ethnic ‘othering’ and its 
underlying self-images. Questions raised concern the relation between ‘character’ 
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and ‘identity’; historical variability; genre, canonicity, and irony; and 
intermediality. (251) 
Despite their intricate relation to concepts such as representation and identity, it should be noted 
that image studies as applied to literature have tended to focus almost exclusively on fictional 
characters as stereotypical articulations of the image of the Self or the Other. This means that it 
typically does not involve an analysis of other aspects of literary texts besides fictional 
individuals or groups of people that belong to a shared ethnicity, nation, or linguistic community.  
What I propose to do in this article is to move beyond the strict analysis of the 
behavioural and psychological profile of literary characters. Instead, the article will explore 
culture-specific features which are considered characteristically Irish and whose relation to the 
literary characters or the voices in Irish poetry seems to establish an image for the Irish nation 
and its members who share a common cultural identity. Thus, the notion of national image shall 
be expanded to include tropes and traits which are commonplace and repeated in the national 
literature, and perform as discursive manifestations of an imagined national character. In the case 
of Irish literature in English, among the most prominent traits that are commonly believed to 
delineate a distinct national character are the following: place, religion, politics, and historical 
events and characters. These features are very central in the body of texts examined, as they 
combine to reflect significant historical and sociopolitical aspects of the Irish culture. These 
recurring traits will be treated as codified cultural identity markers, which, if brought together, 
construct a national image for Ireland. Hence, this perceived national character will be traced 
rather schematically as it is constructed in the original texts, for the original Irish readership, and 
then compared to the new image reconstructed for a foreign readership. literature.  
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Twentieth-Century Irish Poetry in English: William Butler Yeats, Patrick Kavanagh, 
Seamus Heaney, and Brendan Kennelly 
 
Irish poetry in the English language generously offers itself to a study of national 
identity. It is important to stress that for a culture like the Irish one, the interconnected issues of 
cultural identity, national character, and representation are crucial. In order to better understand 
the perceived cultural identity of the Irish as it both shaped and was reflected in Irish poetry in 
English, one needs to bear in mind the colonial and postcolonial context into which Irish writing 
originated, and, accordingly, the role this writing has played in national identity building.  
Irish culture shares common features with other colonial and postcolonial cultures, for 
which inventing a self-determined national identity is central. Postcolonial nations strive to 
invent and establish new self-definitions through their narratives, both individual and collective, 
which will offer them the space needed to re-imagine themselves as autonomous, unique 
communities. As might be expected, therefore, the issue of representation is of the utmost 
importance. Self-representation has thus assumed great significance in Irish culture, and 
literature was the field in which it mainly materialised.2 In Ireland the efforts to establish a 
distinctively Irish tradition and the struggles for independence were closely linked, and to a great 
extent Irish writing in English became the vehicle that would promote the nation’s aspirations for 
freedom, recognition and self-determination. The importance of Irish literature for the 
construction of Irish identity can be eloquently summarized in the famous statement by Æ 
(George Russell), the Celtic Revival writer: “it was our literature more than our political 
activities which created a true image of our nationality”  (237).  
                                                                  
2 The need for a distinct Irish identity that would be represented as differentiated from the British one has been 
observed by scholars such as M. E. Collins, Seamus Deane, Terry Eagleton, and Brian Graham. In discussing the 
relationship of literature to representation and the forging of Irish identity, Deane goes as far as to argue that 
subversive and experimental Irish writing owes its existence to “the shared belief that the country had never been 
adequately (or at all) represented before” and the fact that the “entity ‘Ireland’ cannot be accommodated within the 
canonical “British forms of representation” (120).  
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In this spirit, since the turn of the twentieth century and the Irish Literary Revival,3 Irish 
writers consciously tried to construct a distinctively Irish identity through literature, which came 
to be seen as the explicit manifestation of Irishness representing a distinct national character for 
writers, scholars and the receiving audience in Ireland. Already by the beginning of the twentieth 
century, this identity was deliberately contrasted to British culture. A counter-image to the 
colonising power had to be forged for the Irish, so it was rather stereotypically built as an 
alternative to it.  
William Butler Yeats (1865-1939) was one of the leading figures in this image-building 
through literature. He recurred to Irish folklore, myth, and legend, underscoring a metaphysical, 
spiritual dimension of the Irish culture that would juxtapose the more progressive, industrialized 
England. In his early poetry, which is often categorised as Romantic, he represented the Irish 
landscape as idyllic and dreamy. Very importantly, he included in his poetry his contemporaries’ 
deeds and struggles for independence, as many of his poems contain references to events and 
characters related to the Irish cause.  
In the mid-twentieth century, another poet, Patrick Kavanagh (1904-1967), also invested 
in the cultural value of the Irish landscape and produced a body of work that celebrates rural 
Ireland and the simplicity of life in the provinces. Moreover, by reserving a central place for the 
Catholic faith in his poetry—while also casting a critical eye on religion—he also contributed to 
consolidating the image of the Catholic religion as a common element of Irish poetry and Irish 
identity.4  
                                                                  
3 And during the nineteenth century, actually, with the political and cultural movement of Young Ireland. 
4 A very eloquent example is the volume No Earthly Estate: God and Patrick Kavanagh: An Anthology, in which 
Tom Stack discusses 138 poems that contain religious references; this number constitutes nearly one-half of 
Kavanagh’s poems.  
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In the last decades of the twentieth century, poetry from Northern Ireland came to the 
limelight. Poets such as Paul Muldoon, Louis MacNeice, and Medbh McGuckian made the 
issues of identity and legacy emblematic of their work. Nobel-prize winner Seamus Heaney 
(1939-2013) is probably the most exemplary poet from this region. As is the case with the 
aforementioned poets, the Irish landscape is very central in his poetry, almost as a character in its 
own right. As Christopher Malone asserts, for post-Yeatsian poets, and particularly for Heaney, 
who is often seen as carrying the burden of Yeats’s legacy as Ireland’s national poet, “the 
mythos of place continues to shape conceptions of national community” (1083), and Heaney has 
consistently been “examining (and enacting, for some critics) the mythological status of home” 
(1084). Heaney also treats in depth the heated political issues of Northern Ireland: he connects 
the Troubles among Catholics and Protestants to previous periods of Irish history, drawing 
parallels with the Vikings and addressing the issue of violence and historical continuity on the 
island.  
Another poet who focuses on Ireland’s complex postcolonial relation for the greater part 
of his work is Brendan Kennelly (b. 1936), one of the most revered contemporary poets from the 
Republic of Ireland. His most renowned and controversial work, Cromwell (1983), and his other 
poem sequences The Book of Judas (1991) and Poetry My Arse (1995) “are investigations into 
the shifting and troubled passions that work in two arenas of hate and anger: Ireland’s relation 
with England, and modern Ireland’s relation with herself” (Welch 182). Especially in Cromwell, 
the eponymous character is portrayed “as he appears in folklore, history, and Irish racial hatred” 
and is juxtaposed to the figure of Buffún, an Irish upstart (Welch 74), while in his other two epic 
works Kennelly explores “in a most mischievous way the twin pillars of history and religion in 
the construction of Irish national identity” (Jarniewicz and McDonagh 126). In his work, 
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Kennelly addresses some of the themes which are very common in Irish poetry, namely family 
and genealogy, place, and religion. Identity, both individual and collective, is at the core, with 
otherness being his major concern, as the poet himself has admitted in a recent interview 
(Kennelly, “Tribute”). 
This very epigrammatic presentation of the four aforementioned poets could be 
considered rather representative, since it provides a brief overview of the national character Irish 
poets built and Irish readers espoused as a reflection of their cultural identity. If one were to 
outline the course of twentieth-century Irish poetry in English through the work of these four 
poets in one sentence, one could arguably claim that the literary self-image progressed from the 
nationalist nuances in Yeats’s poetry, to a more parochial, rural, Catholic concept, as evidenced 
in Patrick Kavanagh’s poetry, to embrace political turmoil, continuity, and cultural difference, in 
the work of poets such as Seamus Heaney and Brendan Kennelly. Poets such as Heaney and 
Kennelly build on issues of cultural and national identity to tease out the tensions experienced in 
postcolonial Ireland and explore the multiplicity of voices such a context fosters. Overall, Irish 
cultural identity, although intensely tinged with the concern of national matters, is characterised 
by multivocality and by now defies the easy stereotyping of the past. the representation of 
national characteristics in literature.  
 
The Greek Translations of Irish Poetry 
 
The work of these Irish poets maps out a literary terrain in which multiple voices 
represent the Irish experience, negotiating Irish identity and discursively constructing a collective 
self-image to which Irish readers can ascribe. Is, however, this multifaceted character of Irish 
poetry in English preserved when it is translated? The case of the Greek translations of the 
aforementioned poets says otherwise, since the overall picture they present is more 
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homogeneously and quite stereotypically reconstructed: the main aspects of Irishness are by and 
large presented to the Greek readers as idyllic, poetic, and serene or, conversely, on occasion, as 
wild and violent.  
The image of Irishness that has reached readers through the Greek translations of Irish 
poetry in English does not emerge only from the textual features of the translated poems; more 
comprehensive procedures are at play, both before and after the process of translation itself. In 
comparing the image of the Other in original and translated texts, Nedret Kuran-Burçoğlu 
distinguishes three stages of the translation phenomenon “where the image of the other may have 
an impact”: a) prior to the translation process, when the texts are selected,5 b) during the 
translation process, and c) during the reception process of the target text, by the readers (145). 
Indeed, in the case of the Greek translations of Irish poetry, important choices and changes have 
happened in all three stages.  
The comparison of the poets’ original work to the Greek translations has yielded certain 
conclusions with respect to the transfer of the Irish identity. Not surprisingly, Irish cultural 
identity has undergone alterations when mediated for the Greek readers. Some are extreme. In 
Yeats’s case, for example, in the early translations of his work, the poet’s national identity is 
sometimes misrepresented as British or English. So, poems of his are contained in anthologies of 
“English poetry,” or he is referred to as an English poet in prefaces, introductions, and 
bibliographical data that accompany his poems.6  
                                                                  
5 This choice of texts for translation is part of the “preliminary norms” designated by Gideon Toury (58), as Kuran- 
Burçoğlu also notes (145). 
6 The titles of the following volumes that contain Yeats’s poems are indicative: Άγγλοι Λυρικοί [English Lyrical 
Poets], edited and translated by Dimitris Stavrou, Alfa, 1944; Ανθολογία Άγγλων ποιητών εμπνευσμένων από την 
Ελλάδα. [Anthology of English Poets Who Have Drawn Inspiration from Greece], edited and translated by Meropi 
Oikonomou, Syllogos pros diadosin ofelimon vivlion, 1986. 
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As far as the selection of poems is concerned, important aspects of the poets’ oeuvre are 
concealed or downplayed. This is particularly evident with respect to political and historical 
subject matter, especially since a great number of poems that treat Ireland’s complex 
postcolonial issues and the tumultuous relation to Britain have not been translated. This omission 
leaves space for other themes to become more prevalent in the body of the translated texts: more 
universal themes, such as love, family ties, or nature tend to occupy more space, hence recreating 
a distorted version of the poets’ concerns.  
More commonly, though, aspects of the Irish cultural identity as manifested in the 
translated works of the four poets are domesticated in such a way so as to adapt to the target-
culture norms. Within the texts themselves, the strategies used for the translation of culture-
specific elements manifest a preference for words, idioms, and images that Greek readers are 
more familiar with.7 Whether this is owing to the translation norms of the target culture, the 
cultural codes and conventions that influence readers’ tastes, or other factors is beyond the scope 
of this article. Nevertheless, one could argue that the representation of Irishness through the 
translated texts might, on the one hand, have been shaped for the readers’ sake by the translators 
and other publication agents involved, but, on the other, it might have also been dictated to a 
certain extent by the Greek readers’ horizon of expectations, thus resulting in the reinforcement 
of preconceived, stereotypical images of the Irish culture through translation. 
 
People and Place 
 
As far as place and the relationship of the people to landscape are concerned, the primary 
image of Ireland as portrayed in literature is a mainly rural, idyllic one. In Yeats’s case, there are 
                                                                  
7 A more detailed analysis is offered in Theodora Valkanou, The Poetics of Irishness: 20th- Century Anglo-Irish 
Poetry Translated into Greek. 2013. Aristotle University of Thessaloniki. PhD dissertation. 
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quite a few translations of his early poetry which replicate this image. Irish peasant sceneries and 
the people who regularly inhabit them—the typical fiddler or fisherman with “his sun-freckled 
face, / and grey Connemara cloth” (“The Fisherman,” lines 29-30)—make their way to the Greek 
readers. The translation of certain poems from Yeats’s first two collections Crossways (1889) 
and The Rose (1893), is very characteristic: both “Down by the Salley Gardens” and “The Lake 
Isle of Innisfree” sketch a picture of innocent, secluded natural beauty in tune with the first-
person poetic voice, which expresses loneliness, lamenting loss or longing for isolation, 
respectively. The fact that these poems have been translated by three translators each8 and 
feature in seven different anthologies indicates a wide dissemination of the idyllic image of 
untouched beauty as typically Irish.  
By the same token, the selection of Kavanagh’s poems reproduces his affinity with rural 
Ireland, but also draws a sketch of the poet’s intimate view of Dublin. The tone in many of the 
original poems is colloquial; the places that emerge from the poet’s childhood memories are 
vested with tenderness and nostalgia. Overall, this tone and atmosphere are preserved in the 
translations. Nonetheless, the main translator Amy Mims’s choices with respect to diction 
occasionally alter the register and add allusions that are absent in the original poems, as is 
evident in the treatment of the characteristic “ditches” found by the side of fields, that often 
feature in Kavanagh’s poetry: apart from one instance in which “ditch” is accurately translated as 
“χαντάκι,” the word is translated as “τάφρος” (moat): “Stone ditches round her waist like 
serpents coiled” (“Pygmalion” line 4) becomes “Με πέτρινες τάφρες (sic, emphasis added) 
τυλιγμένες γύρω απ’ τη μέση της σαν ερπετά” (“Ο Πυγμαλίων” line 4). Similarly Kavanagh’s 
poem about his native Monaghan “Stony Grey Soil,” which reads “you flung a ditch on my 
                                                                  
8 The former has been translated by Melissanthi (1941), Dimitris Stavrou (1944), and Spyros Iliopoulos (2000), 
while the latter by Stavrou (1944), Meropi Oikonomou (1974), and Iliopoulos (1983). 
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vision” (line 17), is translated as “άνοιξες μια τάφρο στο δικό μου όραμα” (“Ω γκρίζο, γεμάτο 
πέτρες χώμα” line 17, emphasis added). The choice of the word “moat” is not relevant to the 
peasant imagery, but rather alludes to a knightly setting which is alien to the poet’s subject 
matter. Despite such occasional changes in meaning and connotations, though, the translated 
poems reflect Kavanagh’s affection for the Irish countryside and sketch a representative image of 
the Irish landscape. 
Place is a key-theme in the translations of Heaney’s poetry, as well. The poet’s affinity 
with the Northern Irish landscape is greatly accentuated in the Greek translations. For instance, 
one of the collections was given the invented title Τα Ποιήματα του Βάλτου [The Bog Poems] by 
the poet Katerina Anghelaki-Rooke, who edited and translated it. This characteristic reference to 
the marshes of Ulster, a very symbolic trait of Northern Irish topography, initiates Greek readers 
into the core of Heaney’s poetic universe. Accordingly, a large number of his translated poems 
do justice to the varied landscape represented in his poems. Greek readers are invited to 
appreciate the continuity of the Irish heritage from the Vikings’ invasion into contemporary 
Ireland, as it is layered on the same soil. These images do not form a parochial, pastoral reverie, 
though, but are complemented with routes, trains, and trajectories, looking outwards, while 
paying homage to the native land. Poems such as the following offer testimony:   
Into those full-starred heavens that winter sees 
When I stand in Wicklow under the flight path 
Of a late jet out of Dublin, its risen light 
Winking ahead of what it hauls away: 
Heavy engine noise and its abatement 
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Widening far back down, a wake through starlight. (“The Flight Path” II. 2-7, 
emphasis in the original text) 
The poem was translated into Greek by Manolis Savidis in the collection Το Αλφάδι [The Spirit 
Level]:  
Σε τούτα τα έναστρα ουράνια που βλέπει ο χειμώνας 
Όταν στεκόμουν στο Γουΐκλοου κάτω από την τροχιά  
Ενός αεριωθούμενου που έφευγε αργά απ’ το Δουβλίνο,   
                 με το φωτάκι του 
Ψηλά να λαμπυρίζει, μπροστά απ’ όσα έσερνε: 
Έντονος βόμβος μηχανής που ατονούσε φαρδαίνοντας 
Μακριά, πίσω και κάτω, σαν κύμα μέσα απ’ την αστροφεγγιά.  
(“Η Τροχιά” 2. 2-7)  
The translation of such poems allows for a more comprehensive portrayal of the Irish image 
through the depiction of landscape, making the body of Heaney’s work that reaches the Greek 
audience probably the most balanced and representative of the poet’s work compared to the other 
three poets discussed here. 
On the contrary, in the case of Brendan Kennelly, whose poetry is largely concerned with 
the notion of place as the canvas against which the Irish experience is inscribed, the poems 
selected for translation again tend to highlight the image of a rustic Ireland, inhabited by 
benevolent subjects. The anthology of his poetry in Greek translation fosters an array of poems 
that by and large compose a picture of innocence, simplicity and kind-heartedness.9 The 
translation of the poem “Ireland” features a very interesting addition:  
                                                                  
9 To date, there is only one collection of Brendan Kenelly’s poetry, collaboratively translated into Greek during a 
translation workshop in Santorini, in 1992. The collection is bilingual, entitled Η πέτρα του Brendan Kennelly 
[Brendan Kenelly’s Stone] and features various Greek and foreign poets and/or translators, such as Haris Vlavianos, 
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There’s a wicked wind tonight, 
Wild upheaval in the sea;  
No fear now that the Viking hordes  
Will terrify me. (1-4) 
In order for the rhyming pattern to be preserved, there is an important semantic differentiation in 
the fourth line of the translated poem:  
Είναι ένας άνεμος κακόβουλος απόψε, 
Στη θάλασσα αναστάτωση κι οργή∙ 
Δεν έχω φόβο απ’τις ορδές των Βίκινγκ 
Να με πατήσουν∙ μια καλότυχη είμαι γη. (“Ιρλανδία”1-4, italics added) 
This addition—“I am a land of good fortune” in back-translation—which is absolutely 
unsubstantiated with respect to the original poem, explicitly personifies Ireland as a placid 
territory of all-good auspices, significantly altering not only the original, but also complacently 
clouding the poet’s historiographical concerns with Ireland’s turbulent past. 
Several personae in the same anthology of poetry are unsophisticated and wide-eyed, 
filtering their rudimentary emotions and experiences through the natural world around them, 
such as the child in the opening lines of “Poem from a Three Year Old,” who wonders “And will 
the flowers die? / And will the people die?” (lines 1-2), translated as “Και θα πεθάνουν τα 
λουλούδια; / Κι οι άνθρωποι θα πεθάνουν,” or the maiden despairing at the potential loss of her 
beau in “A Love-Song”: “Should he leave, how I’d miss him / Jewel, acorn, youth” / Kiss him! 
(lines 2-4), becoming “Να φύγει; Μου είναι αδύνατο / διαμάντι, βελανίδι, παλικάρι / Πιάστο και 
φίλα το!” in its Greek translation as “Ερωτοτράγουδο” (back-translated as: For him to leave? It is 
impossible to me/ Diamond, acorn, lad/ Grab him and kiss him). Similarly, love-struck men 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                    
Liana Sakelliou, Dimosthenis Agrafiotis, and David Hardy. All the examples cited and discussed are extracted from 
this volume.  
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romanticise their lovers through a poetic universe filled with blackbirds and other fowl in 
translated poems like “The Blackbird’s Song/Το τραγούδι του κότσυφα,” “Blackbird/Κοτσύφι,” 
and “How Glad Are the Small Birds/Πόσο Ζηλεύω τα Πουλάκια,” or raspberry bushes and 
various trees in “She/Εκείνη” and “Willow/Ιτιά.” This partial selection of the poems included in 
the anthology creates an image that is unrepresentative of Kennelly’s overall oeuvre. A 
stereotypical feature that cuts across this collection is a set of voices that are childlike and naïve, 
belonging to characters who stare at the world in awe, appreciating the simple, natural things, 
unable to elaborate on more complex issues of contemporary experience. In terms of postcolonial 
narratology, this is exactly the stereotype that contemporary Irish writers strove to overturn. 
This overall preference of the translators for poems that convey a specific picture of 
natural, uncontaminated rustic beauty, might have been a result of what they perceived as the 
Greek readers’ horizon of expectation, since, as Leerssen notes, national stereotyping should be 
considered as an “audience-oriented practice” (“Rhetoric” 268). Therefore, although the 
depiction of an idyllic rural landscape partly coincides with the Irish self-image as formed in 
some of the source texts, it becomes even more stereotypical or even exoticising vis-à-vis the 
Greek readers.  
 
Religion, Politics, and History 
 
Religion, politics, and history are three more aspects of cultural identity that also serve as 
markers of national character. In the case of Ireland, its colonial past and the division of the 
island, with the six northern counties remaining part of the United Kingdom, make these aspects 
intertwine. As a theme, they are very frequent in a large part of Irish poetry, especially for poets 
from Northern Ireland, who attempt to trace the connection between past and present, or legacy 
and the future.   
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The case of Yeats’s poetry is particular. As a member of the Protestant Ascendancy in 
Ireland, Yeats did not identify himself with the Catholic majority in terms of religion. In fact, his 
cultural nationalism did not involve a religious element, at all. Instead, his spiritual interests 
revolved around spiritualism and the occult. His metaphysical concerns and his vision of a 
sovereign Ireland led him to employ a blend of mythology and folklore in his poetry, creating a 
mythical, otherworldly image of Ireland that bore no connection to Christianity.10 In the few 
cases in which the original poems bear religious references, their treatment in the translations 
distorts the original, as religious references are sometimes enriched, and there are even a few 
cases in which there is an addition of a religious element when there is no such reference in the 
source text.  
On the other hand, the Greek translations of Patrick Kavanagh’s poetry maintain to a 
great extent the religious images present in his work, which is overall informed by a Catholic 
ethos, representative of the importance of faith for the majority of the Irish. Nonetheless, the 
allusions and the complexity of the religious aspect in his poetry are not always accurately 
represented in the translations. Despite the fact that his work has been characterised “as an 
unusual repository of lively and unique features of the Catholic imagination ”(Stack 15), the 
image that is constructed in his poetry with respect to religion is neither straightforward, nor 
uniform, since it often contains a critical stance. As Declan Kiberd points out, “Kavanagh 
embarked on a very Beckettian study of the mind of God, without the assistance of Christian 
mythology” in his attempt to deal with the helplessness of “expressive underdevelopment” (591). 
Indeed, Kavanagh does not approach religion as panacea, but adopts a disparaging view at times. 
His confinement in the Irish countryside that clashed with his poetic aspirations and the ultimate 
                                                                  
10 Translations of several of those poems are included in the collections 70 Ερωτικά [70 Love Poems], and 
Μυθολογίες και Οράματα [Mythologies and Visions]. 
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inability of religion to offer a way out are registered in his report of the smothering role of the 
Church in the development of the Irish mindset, as one can see in the extract from his sequence 
poem “The Great Hunger”:  
Ah, but the priest was one of the people, too— 
A farmer’s son—and surely he knew 
The needs of a brother and sister. 
Religion could not be a counter-irritant like a blister, 
By the certain standard measured and known 
By which a man might remake his soul though all walls are down 
And all the earth’s pedestalled gods thrown. (VII. 22-28)  
In the Greek text, not only is the irony of the original flattened, but the changes in syntax and the 
translation especially of line 25 provide a reading that conceals the doubtful tone Kavanagh casts 
on the Catholic Church in the original poem: 
Αχ, μα ο παπάς ήταν άνθρωπος του λαού 
—γιος αγρότη—και σίγουρα ήξερε 
Τις ανάγκες του αδελφού και της αδελφής. 
Η θρησκεία δεν επουλώνει τις πληγές 
Είναι σίγουρο πρότυπο, γνωστό και μετρημένο 
Που στηρίζει τον άνθρωπο να ξαναφτιάξει την ψυχή του. 
Ακόμα κι όταν έχουν πέσει όλοι οι τοίχοι 
Κι όλοι οι θεοί της γης έχουν γκρεμιστεί από τα βάθρα τους.  
(Η μεγάλη πείνα, VII. 22-28) 
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Apart from such homogenising instances, various strategies are used for the translation of 
religious elements. The religious references of Kavanagh’s poetry are often rather domesticated 
to the target culture, pointing to concepts and practices of the Greek Orthodox Church.11  
The same happens to a great extent in the translations of Heaney’s work. In his poetry 
references or allusions to religion are intertwined with issues of national and cultural identity, as 
they are connected to the religious divisions in Ulster between Catholics and Protestants. The 
Greek translators’ domesticating strategies do not preserve the connotations associated with each 
religion, as the translation of the poem “The Other Side” shows. Lines 8-12, in part II, describe 
the figure of a Protestant neighbour:  
‘Your side of the house, I believe,  
hardly rule by the Book at all.’ 
 
His brain was a whitewashed kitchen 
hung with texts, swept tidy 
as the body o’ the kirk.  
 
These lines are juxtaposed to the Catholic religious practices:  
Then sometimes when the rosary was dragging  
mournfully on in the kitchen 
we would hear his step round the gable 
 
                                                                  
11 For example, a choice such as “καντηλοφώτιστος,” [“lit by hanging oil-lamps”] is a cultural equivalent for the 
lexical unit “candle-lit” of the source-text (“The Great Hunger” / “Η Μεγάλη Πείνα,” IV, line 27, translated by 
Mims and Kaklamanaki). Similarly, in the collection 28 Ποιήματα [28 Poems] Mims translates “Virgin Mary” and 
“angels” as “Παναγιάς” (“A Christmas Childhood”/ “Ο πατέρας μου έπαιζε το ακορντεόν,” line 36) and “αγγέλοι” 
(“In Memory of my Mother”/ “Στη μνήμη της μητέρας μου,” line 8), respectively. The shift of the stress from the 
standard, neutral position produces a folk, familiarising effect for the Greek readers.  
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though not until after the litany (III, 1-4) 
The Greek translation, “Η άλλη μεριά,” by Anghelaki-Rooke reads: 
  
 «Η δική σας μεριά του σπιτιού, θαρρώ, 
 διόλου δεν διέπεται από τη Βίβλο». 
 
 Το μυαλό του ήταν μια ασβεστωμένη κουζίνα  
με αφορισμούς στους τοίχους, σκουπισμένη όλο τάξη 
σαν το σώμα της ’κλησιάς. (ΙΙ, 8-12) 
… 
Κι έπειτα ήσαν φορές που τράβαγε ατελείωτα η προσευχή 
πένθιμα μες στην κουζίνα 
κι ακούγαμε το βήμα του από δίπλα 
 
και μόνο σαν είχε τελειώσει το Κύριε Ελέησον (III, 1-4) 
  
In the translated poem, all the allusions to Protestantism, namely the centrality of the holy texts 
or the extreme neatness of the church—alien to the Catholic first-person voice of the poem, as 
the word “kirk” suggests—are lost, as “texts” become “αφορισμοί” and the affectionate word 
“’κλησιά” is used for “kirk”. As far as Catholicism is concerned, “the rosary” replaced by the 
general word “προσευχή,” while the phrase “not until after the litany” becomes “μόνο σαν είχε 
τελειώσει το Κύριε Ελέησον.” Such choices are quite frequent. Thus, as a general comment, 
these domesticating strategies seem to obscure an important aspect of the cultural and national 
particularity of the Irish and fail to transfer the political subtext of the Northern Irish conflict. 
Along with religion—an aspect that informs the image of Irishness—politics and historical 
memory have also had significant for the construction of the Irish national character. Heaney’s 
primary translator, Katerina Anghelaki-Rooke, chose some of Heaney’s most political poems, 
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and in so doing has offered the Greek readers a glimpse of the principal concerns of Heaney’s 
poetry. Heaney’s preoccupation with national identity and the Northern-Irish political and 
cultural clash is evident in poems such as “Exposure”:  
I am neither internee nor informer;  
An inner émigré, grown long-haired 
And thoughtful; a wood-kerne 
 
Escaped from massacre, (lines 30-33), 
This is translated by Anghelaki-Rooke as:  
Δεν είμαι ούτε έγκλειστος ούτε σπιούνος˙ 
Ένας εμιγκρές του μέσα είμαι, που του μακρύναν τα μαλλιά  
Και του πλήθυναν οι σκέψεις˙ ένας Ιρλανδός αντάρτης 
 
Που γλίτωσε απ’ το μακελειό, (“Εκτεθειμένος,” lines 30-33). 
The translation of the words that sketch the Northern Irish political context at the time 
(“internee/έγκλειστος,” “informer/σπιούνος,” “massacre/μακελειό”) retains the dramatic force of 
the original. Moreover, the poet’s national identity is stated explicitly with the translation of 
“wood-kerne” as “Ιρλανδός αντάρτης” (Irish guerilla). 
Nevertheless, there are other instances in which the Greek translations do not fully recreate 
the complex political nuances of the original texts. A characteristic example is Giorgos and 
Manolis Savidis, and Stratis Haviaras’ translation of “Whatever You Say, Say Nothing,” which 
is one of Heaney’s most emblematic poems. The poem contains references to the violent conflict 
during the Troubles in Ulster, which are emotionally charged and underscore the division 
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between the two religious communities. In certain cases, nevertheless, only the referential 
meaning of the words (or part of it) has been transferred into Greek. For example, “the ‘wee 
six’”, which refers to the six counties of the North, becomes “Τους «έξι νομούς»” [the six 
prefectures] with the affectionate poet’s expression that uniquely designates his connection to 
Northern Ireland being obscured (“Ό,τι και αν Πεις μην Πεις Τίποτε,” line 10). Similarly, a 
“Prod”—a common religious insult used especially by Catholic school children—is translated 
with the neutral word “Προτεστάντες” [Protestants] (17), resulting in the loss of their 
connotative and affective meaning. Hence, the subtext of the identity issues that divide Northern 
Ireland is not fully maintained in the translated poem. 
 In the case of Yeats, political subject matter is under-represented to a much greater degree. 
While his numerous political poems greatly aided the construction of a distinct Irish national 
identity and are still immensely popular in Ireland, very few have been translated into Greek.12 
This very fact alters the overall image of Yeats’s poetry and its reception in Greece: an important 
part of his oeuvre, informed by his vision of cultural nationalism, has not reached the Greek 
readers through the translations of his poetry.   
Finally, Brendan Kennely’s poetry has received a similar treatment by Greek translators 
With regard to his poems which deal with the effects of Ireland’s colonial history, such as 
Cromwell, or The Book of Judas, in which the reworking of the Christian myth is decisively set 
in an Irish context (Collins 215), not even a single extract has been translated into Greek. Thus, 
the poet’s exploration of Ireland’s colonial past, as well as the role of religion in contemporary 
Ireland are obscured. The poems that have been translated contain almost no political, religious 
or simply cultural references. These translated poems, with their universal themes of love and 
                                                                  
12 “The Rose Tree” (“Η Τριανταφυλλιά,” translated by Maria Archimandritou) and “To a Shade” (“Σε μια σκιά,” 
translated by Spiros Iliopoulos, in the collection Poiimata, published by MIET) are, to my knowledge, the only ones 
with references to political figures. 
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images of nature lore, are hardly indicative of the Irish experience, sketching a serene picture 
that is far from the complex Irish context represented in Kennelly’s writings. This picture 
contrasts with the poet’s refusal “to adhere to the false image of idyllic rural innocence and 
charming achievement of Irish nationality” (O’Dwyer 118) and can therefore be seen as having a 
distorting effect. By and large, it can be safely argued that in the Greek translations of Kennelly’s 
work, his engagement with the theme of political struggle for national and cultural independence 
and the complex postcolonial relations between Ireland and Britain are absent, while his 
preoccupations with the place of religion, education, and politics in the complex contemporary 
Irish life are completely obliterated.  
 
Irish Images Reconstructed 
This essay has argued that in the Greek translations of Irish poetry written in English, 
Ireland is stereotyped as either a mythical, mystical land or as the setting for a pastoral narrative. 
The creation or recreation of a strong religious element has a domesticating effect, thus 
concealing the religious undertones present in the original Irish context. Most importantly, the 
rich political and historical subtext that informs much of the Irish poetry in English in the 
twentieth century is not transferred to the Greek readers. The national image of Ireland reaches 
the Greek readers in a fragmented and partial form. The subtle nuances or more salient depictions 
of Irishness encapsulated in the four poets’ work that combine to create a multifaceted example of 
postcolonial identity—the prevalent contemporary national image of the Irish—are arguably 
largely eliminated in the Greek translations. 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
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A shorter version of this paper has been delivered as an oral presentation in the 7th International Conference on 
Language, Literature & Culture: Mapping Cultural Identities: Translations and Intersections, jointly organized by 
Dimitrie Cantemir Christian University and Çankaya University, at Dimitrie Cantemir Christian University, 
Bucharest, Romania, 25-26 May 2018. 
 
Works Cited 
Anderson, Myrdene. “Ethnography as Translation.” Translation Translation, edited by Susan 
Petrilli, Amsterdam, Rodopi, 2003, pp.  389-397. Approaches to Translation Studies 21. 
Collins, Lucy. “Performance and Dissent: Irish Poets in the Public Sphere.” The Cambridge 
Companion to Contemporary Irish Poetry, edited by Matthew Campbell, CUP, 2003, pp. 
209-228. 
Deane, Seamus. “The Production of Cultural Space in Irish Writing.” boundary 2, vol. 21, no. 3, 
1994, pp. 117-144. JSTOR, doi:10.2307/30360224. Accessed 7 Sep. 2019. 
Flynn, Peter, Joep Leerssen, and Luc van Doorslaer. “On Translated Images, Stereotypes and 
Disciplines.” Interconnecting Translation Studies and Imagology, edited by Luc van 
Doorslaer, Peter Flynn, and Joep Leerssen, Amsterdam, John Benjamins, 2016, pp. 1-18. 
Heaney, Seamus. “Η άλλη μεριά [The Other Side]”. Τα ποιήματα του Βάλτου, pp. 51-54. 
---. “Εκτεθειμένος [Exposed]”. Τα ποιήματα του Βάλτου, pp. 109-110. 
---. “Exposure.” Opened Ground, pp. 143-144. 
---. “The Flight Path.” The Spirit Level. Farrar, Strauss and Giroux, 1996, pp. 26-31. 
---. Opened Ground: Poems 1966-1996. Faber and Faber, 1998. 
---. “The Other Side.” Opened Ground, pp. 59-61. 
---.“Ό,τι κι αν πεις, μην πεις τίποτε [Whatever you say, say nothing].” Αλφάβητα [Alphabets]. 
Translated by Giorgos and Manolis Savidis, and Stratis Haviaras, Athens, Istos, 2000, pp. 
17-19. 
---. Τα ποιήματα του βάλτου [The Bog Poems]. Translated by Katerina Anghelaki-Rooke, 
Athens, Kastaniotis, 1996.  
---. “Whatever You Say, Say Nothing.” Opened Ground, p. 131-133. 
---. “Η τροχιά [Τhe trajectory].” Το αλφάδι [The spirit level]. Translated by Stratis Haviaras et 
al., Athens, Ermis, 1999. 
Hoenselaars, Ton, and Joep Leerssen. “The Rhetoric of National Character: Introduction.” 
European Journal of English Studies, vol. 13, no. 3, 2009, pp. 251-55.  
164  Theodora Valkanou 
 
Jarniewicz, Jerzy and John McDonagh. “Scattered and Diverse: Irish Poetry since 1990.” Irish 
Literature Since 1990: Diverse Voices, edited by Scott Brewster and Michael Parker, 
Manchester UP, 2009, pp. 121-41. 
Kavanagh, Patrick. 28 Ποιήματα [28 Poems]. Translated by Amy Mims, Athens, Odos Panos, 
2006. 
---. “A Christmas Childhood. ” Collected Poems, p. 39-41.  
---. Collected Poems, edited by Antoinette Quinn, Penguin, 2005. 
---. “The Great Hunger.” Collected Poems, p. 63-89.  
---. Η μεγάλη πείνα. [The Great Hunger]. Translated by Amy Mims and Roula Kaklamanaki, 
Athens, Kastaniotis, 1999. 
---. “In Memory of My Mother.” Collected Poems, p. 129.  
---. “Στη μνήμη της μητέρας μου [In memory of my mother].” 28 Ποιήματα, p. 22. 
---. “Ο πατέρας μου έπαιζε το ακορντεόν.” 28 Ποιήματα, p. 20-21. 
---. “Pygmalion.” Collected Poems, p. 28.  
---. “Ο Πυγμαλίων [Pygmalion].” 28 Ποιήματα, p. 9.  
---. “Stony Grey Soil.” Collected Poems, p. 38-39.  
---. “Ω γκρίζο, γεμάτο πέτρες χώμα [Oh, grey stony soil].” 28 Ποιήματα, p. 13-14. 
Kennelly, Brendan. “Blackbird.” Η πέτρα του Brendan Kennelly, p. 86. 
---. “The Blackbird’s Song.” Η πέτρα του Brendan Kennelly, p. 84. 
---. “How Glad Are the Small Birds.” Η πέτρα του Brendan Kennelly, p. 82. 
---. “Εκείνη [She].” Η πέτρα του Brendan Kennelly, p. 75. 
---. “Ερωτοτράγουδο [Song of love].” Η πέτρα του Brendan Kennelly, p. 77. 
---. “Ireland.” Η πέτρα του Brendan Kennelly, p. 90. 
---. “Ιρλανδία [Ireland].” Η πέτρα του Brendan Kennelly, p. 91. 
---. “Ιτιά [Willow].” Η πέτρα του Brendan Kennelly, p. 51. 
---. “Κοτσύφι [Blackbird].” Η πέτρα του Brendan Kennelly, p. 87. 
---. “A Love-Song.” Η πέτρα του Brendan Kennelly, p.76. 
---. Η πέτρα του Brendan Kennelly. [Brendan Kennelly’s Stone], edited by Liana Sakelliou. 
Translated by Dimosthenis Agrafiotis et al., Athens, Erato, 1992.  
---. “Poem from a Three Year Old.” Η πέτρα του Brendan Kennelly, p. 28.  
---. “Ποίημα τρίχρονου παιδιού [Poem by a three-year old child].” Kennelly, Πέτρα, p. 29. 
The Representation of National Character 165 
---. “΄Πόσο ζηλεύω τα πουλάκια [How much I envy the little birds].” Η πέτρα του Brendan 
Kennelly, Πέτρα, p. 83. 
---. “She.” Η πέτρα του Brendan Kennelly, p. 74. 
---. “Το τραγούδι του κότσυφα [The blackbird’s song].” Η πέτρα του Brendan Kennelly, Πέτρα, 
p. 85. 
---. “A Tribute to Ireland’s Greatest Living Poet.” Interview by Liam Collins. Independent.ie, 5 
Feb. 2017, https://www.independent.ie/entertainment/books/a-tribute-to-irelands-
greatest-living-poet-35424351.html . Accessed 26 Aug. 2019. 
---. “Willow.” Η πέτρα του Brendan Kennelly, p. 50. 
Kiberd, Declan. Irish Classics. London, Granta, 2000. 
Kuran-Burçoğlu, Nedret. “At the Crossroads of Translation Studies and Imagology.” Translation 
in Context: Selected Contributions from the EST Congress, Granada 1998, edited by 
Andrew Chesterman, Natividad Gallardo San Salvador, and Yves Gambier, Amsterdam, 
John Benjamins, 2000, pp. 143-150.  
Leerssen, Joep. “Imagology: History and Method.” Imagology: The Cultural Construction and 
Literary Representation of National Characters: A Critical Survey, edited by Manfred 
Beller and Joep Leerssen, Amsterdam, Rodopi, 2007, pp. 17-32. 
---. “The Rhetoric of National Character: A Programmatic Survey.” Poetics Today, vol. 21, no. 
2, 2000, pp. 267-92.  
Lefevere, André, and Susan Bassnett. “Introduction: Proust's Grandmother and the Thousand and 
One Nights. The ‘Cultural Turn’ in Translation Studies.” Translation, History and 
Culture, edited by Susan Bassnett and André Lefevere, Pinter, 1990, pp. 1-13. 
Malone, Christopher T. “Writing Home: Spatial Allegories in the Poetry of Seamus Heaney and 
Paul Muldoon.” ELH, vol. 67, no. 4, 2000, pp. 1083-1109. JSTOR, 
jstor.org/stable/30031952. Accessed 13 Sep. 2019. 
O’Dwyer, Kathleen. “The Poetry of Brendan Kennelly: An Exploration of Contemporary Irish 
Experience.” Orbis Litterarum, vol. 65. no. 2, 2010, pp. 108-133. Wiley Online 
Library, doi:10.1111/j.1600-0730.2009.00981.x. Accessed 17 Sep. 2019.  
Russell, George William (Æ). The Living Torch, edited by Monk Gibbon, Macmillan, 1937.  
Stack, Tom, editor. No Earthly Estate: God and Patrick Kavanagh: An Anthology, Dublin, 
Columba P, 2005. 
166  Theodora Valkanou 
 
Świderska, Małgorzata. “Comparativist Imagology and the Phenomenon of Strangeness.” 
CLCWeb: Comparative Literature and Culture, vol. 15, no. 7, 2013, pp. 1-8. Purdue e-
Pubs, doi:10.7771/1481-4374.2387. Accessed 30 Aug. 2019. 
Toury, Gideon. Descriptive Translation Studies and Beyond. Amsterdam, John Benjamins, 1995. 
Translation Library 4. 
Welch, Robert, editor. Concise Companion to Irish Literature. Oxford UP, 2000. 
Wellek, René. “The Concept of Comparative Literature.” Concepts of Criticism, by Wellek, 
edited by Stephen G. Nichols, Yale UP, 1963, pp. 282-295. 
Yeats, William Butler. 70 Ερωτικά [70 Love Poems], edited by Spiros Iliopoulos and Maria 
Sidiropoulou. Translated by Spiros Iliopoulos et al., Athens, Estia, 2002. 
---. “Down by the Salley Gardens.” W. B. Yeats: The Major Works, p. 11. 
---. Μυθολογίες και οράματα [Mythologies and Visions], edited and translated by Spiros 
Iliopoulos, Athens, Plethron, 1983. 
---. Ποιήματα [Poems]. Translated by Dimitris Stavrou et al., Athens, Morfotiko Idryma Etnikis 
Trapezis (MIET), 1999. 
---. Ποιήματα [Poems]. Translated by Maria Archimandritou. Thessaloniki, Ekdotiki 
Thessalonikis, 2005. 
---. “The Fisherman.” W. B. Yeats: The Major Works, pp. 68-69. 
---. “The Lake Isle of Innisfree.” W. B. Yeats: The Major Works, pp. 19-20.---. “The Rose Tree.” 
Yeats, Major Works, p. 88. 
---. “To a Shade.” Yeats, Major Works, p. 53. 
---. W. B. Yeats: The Major Works, edited by Edward Larrissy, Oxford UP, 2001. 
---. “Ο ψαράς.” Translated by Sophia Skoulikari. Diavazo, no. 391, 1998, p. 151. 
